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MARBLES  IN  THE  SOUP 

"For  it  is  not  the  man  who  commends  himself  that 
is  accepted,  but  the  man  whom  the  Lord  commends." 

II  Cor,  10:18 


Back  in  March  of  this  year  the  Federal  Trade  Com- 
mission filed  a  complaint  against  one  of  the  nation's 
largest  soup  companies.  Out  of  clan  loyalty,  filial 
solidarity  and  the  fear  of  litigation  this  company, 
for  purposes  of  this  sermon,  shall  remain  nameless. 

The  Commission  charged  the  firm  with  being  guilty 
of  putting  marbles  in  its  soup.  Lest  you  become  un- 
duly clutched  at  the  implications  of  such  a  charge,  I 
hasten  to  add  that  the  marbles  were  placed  only  in 
soup  that  was  to  appear  in  television  commercials . 
They  were  put  there  to  give  the  soup  a  heftier  look. 
"The  marbles,"  the  Commission  charged,  "prevented  the 
meat  and  vegetables  in  the  soup  from  sinking  to  the 
bottom  of  the  bowl,  thereby  giving  the  soup  the  ap- 
pearance of  containing  more  solid  ingredients  than  it 
actually  had."  i   It  should  be  reported  that  upon  re- 
ceipt of  this  complaint  the  company  stopped  the  prac- 
tice immediately . 

"a  'Tv     *?v   "a"   '*" 

This  incident  could  lead  us  into  a  critique  of  the 
whole  advertising  game.   Such  a  happening  confirms  the 
suspicion  that  the  public  is  frequently  "had"  by  mis- 
leading advertising.   The  subject  is  hardly  one  that 
can  be  brushed  aside  as  inconsequential.  Every  family 
in  America  receives  at  least  fifteen  hundred  ad  mes- 
sages every  day.   Children  and  the  ghetto  poor  are  the 
most  vulnerable  for  they  tend  to  be  lowest  in  ad  re- 
sistance. 

Most  of  us  accept  the  shower  of  superlatives,  ba- 
nalities, and  dangling  comparisons  that  rain  down  upon 
us  every  day  as  an  inevitable  fact  of  life.  We  realize 
that  our  economy  is  based  on  mass  production,  that  mass 


production  depends  on  mass  consumption,  and  that  mass 
consumption  depends  on  advert i sing .   The  advertiser 
performs  a  service  for  us  by  producing  new  -  product 
information .  Most  of  what  he  turns  out  is  in  good 
taste o 

In  short,  we  tend  to  see  the  whole  business  as  a 
"war  of  wits, "  the  advertisers  blandishments  versus  our 
resistance o  All  the  same  we  are  glad  for  a  few  heavy- 
weights like  Ralph  Nader  and  other s^,  who  are  fighting 
on  our  side  at  upper  levels.  As  an  unranked  outsider 
one  would  like  to  suggest  that  every  company  that  wish- 
es to  test  a  product  should  register  its  intention  with 
the  government  so  that  failures  as  well  as  successes 
might  be  reported »   If  such  a  practice  were  followed  we 
might  see  an  ad  like  this  some  day  in  the  New  York 
Times?   "We  tested  this  pen  under  water  and  it  simply 
won ' t  write  there .   But  you  can  drop  it  from  a  tall 
building  and  be  sure  the  point  won't  break!" 

Those  marbles  in  the  soup  could  lead  us  to  a  cri- 
tique of  the  whole  advertising  game.   But  this  is  not 
our  purpose  today  nor  would  that  theme  be  within  our 
competence.   It  is  enough  that  we  see  together  that 
advertisings  at  bottom,  is  nothing  more  than  corporate 
self -pre  sentat ion . 

.£...£  ^  j£  ^ 

Much  closer  to  where  we  live  is  the  fact  that  in 
our  society  each  of  us  is  personally  involved  in  self- 
presentation.   In  our  competitive  order  a  man  simply 
has  to  sell  himself  .   For  what  other  reason  would  we  be 
overtured  to  buy  those  poster- size  enlargements  of  our 
own  photographs!  Usually,  however,  our  attempts  at 
self -presentation  are  more  subtle  and  less  obvious  than 
this.  We  are  desperately  anxious  to  put  ourselves  a- 
cross.  We  yearn  to  win  the  acceptance  of  our  children, 
or  our  parents.,  We  crave  the  acceptance  of  our  peers, 
of  our  employers,  and  of  Godc   How  significant  that  the 
second  most  stolen  book  from  the  New  York  Public  Li- 
brary system  is  Emily  Post.   Second,  mind  you,  only  to 
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the  Bible .  It  would  appear  that  man  is  terribly  con- 
cerned to  secure  the  approval  of  his  neighbor  and  his 
God. 

To  put  ourselves  across  we  are  not  beyond  throw- 
ing a  few  marbles  into  the  soup  ourselveso   Which  is 
to  say  we  are  prone  to  exaggerate  our  virtues  and  call 
attention  to  our  strength.  We  tend  to  pose  as  more 
than  we  are,  to  fake  a  knowledge  that  we  do  not  possess, 
to  talk  and  appear  more  righteous  than  the  facts  would 
warrant . 

We-  like  to  keep  conspicuous  before  our  neighbors 
those  degrees,  titles  and  signs  of  position  that  set 
us  apart  from  other  people*   I  was  interested  in  learn- 
ing the  other  day  that  in  some  Sensitivity  Training 
Labs  where  total  strangers  come  together  for  two  or 
three  days  of  close  interpersonal  relationships,  one 
is  not  allowed  to  give  his  last  name,  his  title  or  his 
position  at  the  first  session .  A  man  has  to  build  his 
relationship  to  others  in  the  circle  on  the  basis  of 
his  humanity  alone. 

I  served  for  a  while  in  a  part  of  Pennsylvania 
where  Lutheran! sm  is  strong.  The  Lutheran  minister  is 
always  known  as  the  pastor,  Herr  Pastor .   (  I  confess 
that  there  have  been  times  in  my  ministry  when  I  longed 
for  some  of  the  clout  that  a  pastor  has  in  the  Lutheran 
tradition.)   Frequently,  however,,  a  man  becomes  so  ac- 
customed to  seeing  himself  as  a  pastor  that  he  can't 
see  himself  as  a  man.   I  recall  a  good  friend  in  the 
Lutheran  ministry,  roughly  of  my  own  age,  who  would  in- 
variably open  a  telephone  conversation  by  saying,, 
"Hello,  Ernie,,  this  is  Pastor  Schultz." 

Eventually  we  begin  to  falsify  our  reactions  to 
life,  and  find  it  increasingly  difficult  to  admit  need 
or  weakness.   There  was  something  provocatively  honest 
about  that  cartoon  in  "The  New  Yorker"  years  ago  that 
had  one  camel  saying  to  another  "I  don't  care  what  peo- 
ple say,  I'm  thirsty!" 


When  we  slip  marbles  into  the  soup  to  give  the 
basic  "stock"  of  our  life  a  heftier  look  in  the  inter- 
est of  improved  self -presentation  we  run  into  difficul- 
ties pragmatic  and  religious „ 

At  the  pragmatic  level  we  become  uneasy  about  our- 
selves for  fear  of  being  found  out.   We  are  never  sure 
how  long  we  will  be  able  to  sustain  the  fiction. 

One  of  the  most  immoral  things  a  man  can  do  is  to 
occupy  a  position  that  he  cannot  fill.   Conversely  we 
ought  to  thank  God  when  we  see  a  man  who  fills  the  po- 
sition that  he  occupies.   It  is  sad,  indeed,  in  our 
society  to  be  under- jobbed,  to  have  the  feeling  that 
one  could  do  more  than  one  is  allowed  to  do.   But  it 
is  mighty  hard  on  other  people  when  a  man  is  over- jobbed 
and  cannot  execute  his  responsibilities. 

This  is  what  Shakespeare  gets  at  in  Macbeth  when 
he  has  Angus  speak  of  the  king  who  has  taken  over  the 
throne  by  crime : 

"Those  he  commands  move 
only  in  command, 
nothing  in  love : 
Now  does  he  feel  his 
title  hang  loose  about 
him,  like  a  giant ' s  robe 
upon  a  dwarfish  thief."  £■ 

At  the  religious  level  this  whole  business  of 
self -promotion,  self -presentation,  self-advertisement 
throws  us  into  conflict  with  our  faith  as  Christians. 
There  is  something  fundamentally  immodest  about  it  all. 
We  think  of  words  that  remind  us  that  our  left  hand  is 
not  to  know  what  the  right  hand  is  doing.  We  think  of 
words  that  remind  us  that  there  should  be  no  trumpet 
before  us  to  call  attention  to  our  alms.   We  think  of 
words  that  remind  us  that  we  are  here  to  serve  our 
neighbor  -  not  to  seek  a  competitive  advantage  over  him. 

Paul  had  this  problem  with  the  Christians  in 
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Corinth  and  he  had  it  in  spades*  Apparently  there 
were  many  in  that  church  who  had  mastered  the  art  of 
self -promotion.,   The  result  was  a  church  tragically 
split.   Some  said  they  belonged  to  Cephas,  others  that 
they  "belonged  to  Paul,  others  that  the  belonged  to 
Apollos.  There  was  even  a  group  that  sought  to  top 
the  others  by  declaring  piously  that  they  belonged  to 
Christ c   During  one  of  Paul's  absences  from  the  church 
in  Corinth  an  interloper  arrived  who  was  obviously 
good  at  self -promotion.   He  feigned  a  relationship  to 
the  church  he  did  not  have  and  sought  to  take  over. 
Paul  put  him  down  by  reminding  him.  that,  "It  is  not 
the  man  who  commends  himself  that  is  accepted,  but  the 
man  whom  the  Lord  commends,, "  (II  Cor.  10:18) 

*  *  #  #■  ■* 

Frequently  it  is  assumed  that  the  remedy  for  self- 
presentation  is  self -denigration.  There  are  still  peo- 
ple in  the  church  who  believe  that  the  Christian  style 
of  life  centers  in  self -depreciation.  A  true  believer 
will  deny  his  gifts,  put  his  worst  foot  forward,  dwell 
on  his  inadequacies  and  keep  his  light  tightly  busheled. 
Let  us  be  careful  here  and  remember  that  this  does  not 
square  with  St.  Paul's  view.   On  several  occasions  he 
gave  a  robust  and  sitrring  defense  of  his  right  to  be 
an  apostle.  As  you  know  he  was  frequently  challenged 
on  this  point  because  he  had  not  been  literally  present 
with  Jesus  during  His  earthly  years.   In  several  places 
he  calls  attention  to  his  credentials  and  bears  testi- 
mony to  his  considerable  gifts. 

Self -denigration  leads  eventually  to  self -hatred. 
And  this  is  no  way  to  live,  even  for  a  Christian.  Self- 
hatred  drives  us  to  destroy  all  those  who,  like  mirrors, 
remind  us  of  ourselves.   If  I  am  not  at  peace  with  my- 
self, I  cannot  be  at  peace  with  you.   For  if  you  are 
bad  -  you  remind  me  of  myself;  and  if  you  are  better 
you  disturb  me  by  reminding  me  of  what  I  am  not. 

The  first  look  we  have  of  the  prodigal  as  he  makes 
his  way  around  the  bend  and  comes  home  is  one  in  which 
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he  describes  himself  in  very  low  terms.   He  has  an  ex- 
ceedingly shallow  self-estimate*   "Father  I  have  sinned 
against  heaven  and  in  thy  sight  and  am  no  more  worthy 
to  be  called  thy  son/'  (Lk  15:21)   But  this  is  not  the 
last  look  we  have  of  the  lad.   The  last  look  shows  him 
with  a  ring  on  his  finger,  shoes  on  his  feet  and  a  robe 
on  his  back  -  for  he  has  been  reinstated,  not  as  slave 
but  as  son! 

Self -repudiation  is  not  what  Jesus  works  in  us  but 
the  restoration  of  man  to  his  original  dignity  and  in- 
tegrity as  a  creature  ■>   St «,  Paul  reminded  the  Romans, 
"I  bid  every  one  among  you  not  to  think  of  himself  more 
highly  than  he  ought  to  think."  (Roman  12:3)  Perhaps  he 
should  have  reminded  us  also  that  no  man  should  think 
of  himself  more  lowly  than  he  ought  to  think. 

3f   .gf.  %.      %.      =g£ 

No,  the  remedy  for  self -presentation,  such  a  com- 
mon and  obnoxious  part  of  our  common  life  today,  is  not 
self-denigration  but  self-acceptance .   Carl  Rogers  con- 
tends that  a  mature  Christian  can  be  characterized  by 
unconditional,  positive  self-regard  -  unconditional, 
positive  self-regard. 

Peter  Berger  comes  at  it  from  the  perspective  of 
a  sociologist  and  says,  "To  exist  authentically  is  to 
live  in  full  awareness  of  the  unique,  irreplaceable  and 
incomparable  quality  of  one  '  s  individuality .  "  -=£ 

Jesus'  life  was  a  poised  and  authentic  life.   He 
was  never  caught  "off-guard"  because  he  was  never  "on- 
guard."  He  saw  himself  as  a  son  of  His  father  and  ac- 
cepted himself  as  such.  We  can  see  ourselves  thus  also. 
Jesus  was  a  son  of  His  father  by  nature  and  obedience. 
We  become  sons  of  that  same  father  by  an  act  of  faith . 
What  the  Scriptures  are  trying  to  tell  us,  if  only  we 
would  listen,  is  that  God  accepts  us  as  we  are  in 
Jesus  Christ.   Not  one  of  us  is  capable  of  performing 
an  unmixed  good.  We  know  so  well,  and  better  the  older 
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we  get,  that  we  hold  the  treasure  of  faith  in  earthen 
vessels.   Nevertheless,  "Now  we  are  the  sons  of  God„" 
(l  John  3 s2 )   The  first  word  of  the  Lord  to  us  is  not 
in  the  imperative  mood  but  in  the  indicative .   "Now, 
we  are  the  sons  of  God."  Paul  Tillich  was  right  in 
urging  us  to  accept  the  fact  that  we  have  been  accepted 
by  the  Lord° 

Does  it  ever  bother  you  that  Jesus  had  an  easier 
time  with  harlots  and  publicans  than  he  did  with  the 
righteous?  I  suppose  the  righteous  were  too  busy  slip- 
ping marbles  into  their  soup  to  really  hear  what  he  was 
saying o   On  the  other  hand  people  like  Zacchaeus  and 
Mary  of  Magdala  were  willing  to  be  seen  and  know  for 
what  they  were . 

This  is  what  prompted  John  Bailie  to  say,  "All  re- 
ligion is  an  attempt  to  reach  God  from  our  standpoint 
and  to  justify  and  sanctify  ourselves  in  his  sight  by 
our  own  piety,  but  what  revelation  does  is  to  teach  us 
that  only  God  can  justify  and  sanctify  us,  and  that  he 
does  this,  not  because  of  our  relgion,  but  in  spite  of 
it.   He  justifies  us  while  we  are  yet  sinners,  and  hav- 
ing religion  is  a  chief  part  of  our  sin*"  z 

One  of  the  most  radiant  Christian  theologians 
that  I  have  ever  been  privileged  to  know  was  Armenia's 
gift  to  American  Protestantism,  Joseph  Haroutounian . 
Dr.  Haroutounian  said  on  one  occasion,  "To  be  free  is 
to  live  and  die  so  that  anxiety  is  overruled  by  faith. "I 
Including,  one  might  add,  the  anxiety  about  one's  self. 
"For  it  is  not  the  man  who  commends  himself  that  is 
accepted,  but  the  man  whom  the  Lord  commends ." 

Hear  the  Good  News  of  the  Gospel"  You  don't  have 
to  put  marble  s  in  the  soup  anymore  I     You  don ' t  have  to 
prop  up  your  virtues  and  seem  to  us  or  to  God  better  or 
other  than  you  are „ 

The  hymn  writer  was  correct,  and  very  much  in 
keeping  with  New  Testament  thought  when  she  saids 


"Just  as  I  am,  thou  wilt  receive, 
Wilt  welcome,  pardon,  cleanse,  relieve; 
Because  thy  promise  I  believe, 
0  Lamb  of  God,  I  cornel"  2 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord,  where  we  live  with  a  disturbed 
and  accusing  heart  -  speak  thy 
word  of  peace  and  give  us  faith 
to  believe. 

Call  us  away  from  every  form  of  self- 

promotion  that  we  may  be  unfettered 
from  the  need  to  succeed  and  live 
unto  thee  alone . 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord. 

Amen, 
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